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Abstract 
This paper seeks to extend Pearson’s (1989) ethical Public Relations’ communication 
strategies to the field of organisational change communication to provide potential 
solutions to the problems of organisational change. It is argued that there are two main 
reasons why organisational change communication remains problematic. The first is the 
lack of research to guide practitioners on appropriate organisational change 
communication. The second reason is that the research undertaken focuses on the 
narrower scope of communication in planned change events. This focus makes it 
inaccessible to those seeking guidance in the context of continuous change, as planned 
change differs greatly from continuous change (Weick & Quinn, 1999). The paper 
establishes that traditional change communication has employed a monologic approach 
and argues that the dialogic/monologic lens is more appropriate for understanding 
continuous change and improving change receptivity. Five principles of dialogic Public 
Relations communication (Kent and Taylor, 2002) are used to analyze continuous change 
contexts. The monologic/dialogic lens is then used to analyze initial findings of a study on 
the impact of change communication on change receptivity in the context of continuous 
change. The study employs a mixed methodology of surveys, participant observation, 
focus groups, and document analysis. Findings indicate that a shift from monologic to 
more dialogic communication occurs over the first twelve months and results in improved 
receptivity of change. 
 
 
Introduction 
Communication of change remains a primary challenge for organisational communicators 
(Salem, 1999). Despite a common view that the solution to organisational change is to 
communicate, practitioners report that success in communicating organisational change is 
limited (Doyle, Claydon, & Buchanon, 2000). This paper posits two key reasons for 
dissatisfaction with change communication strategies and uses Pearson’s (1989) ethical 
Public Relations’ communication strategies to introduce an alternate model of change 
communication. Finally, it uses preliminary findings from an ongoing research project to 
highlight the implications of the using a mixed monologic/dialogic approach to change 
communication.  
 
 Traditional models of change communication advocate education (Kotter & Schlesinger, 
1979), top-driven communication (Larkin & Larkin, 1994), emphasise the vision (Kanter, 
Stein, & Jick, 1992) and persuasion (Rasberry & Lindsay, 1994). However, some contend  
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that the traditional models of change communication are unsatisfactory because of a lack 
of guidance on how to communicate change (Buchanon, Claydon, & Doyle, 1999; Doyle 
et al., 2000). Buchanan et al (1999, p. 22) found that despite recognition that 
communication is critical to change implementation issues, communication is poorly 
handled. This paper provides two fundamental reasons for the failure of organisational 
change communication to assist in organisational change. Firstly, the lack of empirical 
study on change communication means that practitioners have little to guide them on 
successful models of organisational change communication. There is insufficient 
evidence to determine the communication that is aligned with successful implementation, 
or why, after much communication, implementation still fails.  
 
The second reason why organisational change communication has been limited in 
assisting change management is that change practitioners are not recognising the 
overarching shift that has occurred in organisational change models. Existing 
interventions are based on planned change models, usually a “three step” process (Lewin, 
1951), yet contemporary change is continuous and emergent under strategic direction 
(Edelmann & Benning, 1999). Observations regarding the lack of research, and 
deficiencies in understanding about continuous change are tested in a case based study of 
continuous change. The guiding research question is how does organizational change 
communication impact on change receptivity in continuous change contexts. Answering 
this research question is beyond the scope of this paper, rather the purpose is to explore 
the implications of monologic/dialogic communication in a case study undergoing 
continuous change. 
 
Literature Review 
Organisational change communication research derives from a body of literature in which 
organisational change is perceived as a communication problematic (Bourke & 
Bechervaise, 2002). This perspective suggests that the frequent failure of organisational 
change efforts (Weick & Quinn, 1999) result in part from ill considered, or mis-used 
organisational communication strategies and tactics. Organisational communication is 
initially defined as “the process by which information is exchanged and understood by 
two or more people, usually with the intent to motivate or influence behaviour”(Daft, 
1997). This perspective represents an instrumental, information processing view of 
communication that complements the planned model of change. In planned change, 
change communication involves exchanging and transmitting information to influence 
changes. The more recent change communication scholars (Faber, 1998; Ford, 1999; 
Lewis, 1999) take a constructivist approach to organisational communication, 
understanding organisations as socially constructed realities (Czarniawska, 1997). 
Bourke and Berchervaise (2002, p.15) explain that change communication is the 
instrument used to construct, deconstruct and reconstruct existing realities in order to 
effect change. 
 
While many change scholars argue the value of communication, it is seldom studied 
explicitly (Eisenberg, Andrews, Murphy, & Laine-Timmerman, 1999). Doyle et al (2000) 
contend this lack of empirical research has resulted in practitioners having limited 
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success in achieving change communication goals. As Salem (1999) notes, integration of 
organisational communication research remains a primary challenge. What exists in the 
field is methodologically and theoretically fractured, and thus difficult to translate into a 
cohesive body of work to assist organisational communicators successfully implement 
change. Rather, we contend the lack of integration contributes to change implementation 
failure.  
 
The fundamental reason behind implementation failure is contended to be poor employee 
receptivity (Armenakis & Harris, 2001; Armenakis, Harris, & Mossholder, 1993; Larkin 
& Larkin, 1994; Maurer, 1996, 1997). The implied link between organisational change 
communication and change receptivity is often acknowledged, but not investigated 
empirically. For example, change communication has long been linked to resistance, as 
Kotter and Scheslinger’s (1979) primary tactic to overcome resistance, is to 
communicate. However, within the implementation phases, communication is often a top 
down, sales pitch (Okumus & Hemmington, 1998) and this is argued to lead to cynicism 
about change (Reichers, Wanous, & Austin, 1997; Wanous, Reichers, & Austin, 2000).  
 
Examination of dominant modes of change communication reveals a monologic approach 
(Eisenberg et al., 1999) that understands communication as a top down transfer of 
information (Deetz, 1995). This finding supports the second reason why organisational 
change communication has been limited in assisting change management practitioners. 
The monologic approach frames change to be a one-off event, and managers play a 
central role. However, change within firms is no longer a one-off event (Brown & 
Eisenhardt, 1997). Under the monologic approach, communication is an instrumental tool 
used to effect change. Emphasis is on the managers’ messages and how effectively these 
messages flow in a downwards, linear fashion. Typical of monologic change 
communication research is research that seeks to find the most effective ways of message 
transmission by utilising a transmission theoretical model of sender-message-receiver-
feedback-interference (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Witherspoon and Wohlert (1996) 
define change communication according to this particular construction of 
communication.  
 
Communication is the process on which the initiation and maintenance of 
organisational change depends… Ultimately the success of any change effort 
depends on how effectively the strategy for and the substance of the change is 
communicated to those who are the targets of change.”(Witherspoon & Wohlert, 
1996) 
 
Understanding employees as “targets of change” highlights the one-way message 
dissemination, and does not consider the proactive and driver-like roles of change those 
employees pursue in continuous change efforts. Witherspoon and Wohlert (1996) found 
that information is distributed downward and differentially. Information was understood 
to be a commodity to be brokered by, and a scarce resource to be guarded by managers 
and supervisors. The flow of information stops at supervisor level. The treatment of 
communication as an information commodity emphasises a managerialist perspective that 
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is characteristic of the instrumental studies. Communication is a tool that enhances 
management’s capacity to command and control (Bourke & Bechervaise, 2002; 
Eisenberg et al., 1999). Change communication research focuses on planned and episodic 
change with scant attention to continuous change contexts. 
 
The model of top down, persuasive, vision directed communication is flawed in a 
continuous change context for two reasons. First, it is based on the notion that the change 
agent role is to communicate the change. However, as Weick and Quinn (1999, p. 381) 
explain, this is typical of episodic change not continuous change. In continuous change, 
the role of the change agent is to manage language, dialogue and identity. Weick (1995) 
contends that the role of the change agent is to make sense of change. Second, it does not 
account for why both episodic and continuous change implementation, even when 
communicated ‘well’, are still fraught with problems of change fatigue (Hazlett & Hill, 
2000). 
 
Viewing organisational change through a public relations lens may access potential 
solutions to the problem of poor communication of change. The more recent works in 
public relations recognise a theoretical shift from monologic to dialogic campaigns. 
Within dialogic communication processes “people function as essential information and 
idea resources, creating solutions we have never seen before”(Eisenberg et al, 1999, 
p.142). Kent and Taylor (2002) argue public relations theory has begun to move towards 
a two-way relational communication model. Aligned with ethical considerations, this 
shift in public relations theory employs a dialogical approach for strategic communication 
(Botan, 1997). Beginning with Pearson’s (1989) development of an ethical framework for 
Public Relations, the focus on ethics implies increased stakeholder receptivity of strategic 
communication goals. When applied to organisational theory, a more ethical dialogic 
approach in organisational change communication may increase employee receptivity. 
Previous change management studies indicate that if the participants perceive the changes 
to be fair, then they are more receptive to proposed changes(Folger & Skarlicki, 1999). 
Table 1 illustrates the key differences between monologic and dialogic communication, 
and that a dialogic approach is a stance or an orientation rather than a specific method or 
tool (Botan, 1997). 
 
 
Table 1: Differences between Monologic and Dialogic Communication (Botan, 1997; 
Kent & Taylor, 2002; Pearson, 1989) 
Differences Monologic Communication Dialogic Communication 
Process Seeking to instrumentalise 
receivers by engaging in goal 
directed, feedback orientations  
Both parties have genuine 
concern for each other, rather 
than seeking to fulfill their own 
needs. 
Creating meanings by means of 
dialogue 
Purpose Achieving a relationship 
characterised by “power over 
people and viewing them as 
Move a discussion up or down 
between levels of abstraction 
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objects for enjoyment or as 
things through which to profit” 
Style Command, coerce, manipulate, 
exploit 
Authenticity, inclusion, 
confirmation, supportive climate, 
a spirit of mutual equality. 
Focus  Communicators message Relationships and attitudes that 
participants have toward each 
other 
 
This part of the paper will now establish the similarities between PR campaigns and 
organizational change initiatives. In so doing, we establish the transferability of Kent and 
Taylors’ (2002) principles of dialogic communication to an organizational change setting.  
 
Similarities between PR and organisational change 
Internal and External Publics 
Whilst Pearson (1989), Botan (1997) and Kent and Taylor (2002) refer to the ‘publics’ 
who have a stake in the public relations strategy, this concept is translated to 
organisations as the internal public or employees. Both organisational communicators and 
public relations practitioners contend with a plurality of ‘publics’, as there are many 
diverse groups within an organisation as well as target audiences of the public relations 
campaign.  
 
Medium of Communication 
 
Public Relations practitioners have a plethora of media available to communicate the 
message. Internet, intranet, electronic discussion boards, direct mail, public address, radio 
and television, town hall meetings all make up the various ways that PR communicators 
can access their audience. Organisations also have many ways to access their employees 
with internet, intranet, memos, reports, all staff meetings, group briefings, telephone 
systems accessible to the organisational communicator.  
 
 
The Nature of Public Relations Campaigns 
 
Public relations campaigns are conducted for a number of purposes. These include 
introducing new products, changing attitudes towards the company or organisation’s 
strategies, influencing public policy, and gaining acceptance of the company’s apologies. 
Organisational change programs have the same goals, which are introduce new work 
practices or products, change attitudes with culture change programs, influence new 
directions and to gain acceptance of organisational redesign and restructure.  
 
In summary, given there are parallels between PR campaigns and organisational change 
programs in audience, goals and communication media, it is plausible that contemporary 
PR theory can inform organisational communicators on how to communicate change in 
contemporary conditions. 
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Continuous change is emergent and strategic; it is as much a strategic response to 
constantly changing environments, as it is a deliberate approach to managing chaotic and 
turbulent environments. When communicating complex change, monologic approaches 
are largely ineffective, as these do not account for the ambiguity, vulnerability and rapid 
decision-making cycles that accompany continuous change (Larkin & Larkin, 1994). 
Using a dialogic public relations theoretical framework may provide change 
communicators with a more robust approach to change communication. In recognition of 
the complexity and plurality of multiple publics, public relations scholars have rejected 
mass communication strategies in favour of demassification and individualised media 
(Botan, 1997). Contrary to this individualised and differentiated model, traditional 
monologic change communication models have treated the employees as a homogenous 
body. Kent and Taylor (2002) provide five principles of a dialogic public relations 
theory: mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and commitment. These principles will 
now be explored in context of continuous change communication. 
 
Principles of Dialogic PR 
In order to answer how organizational change communication impacts on change 
receptivity in continuous change contexts, we need to establish what types of 
communication are occurring. Dialogic communication will be identified, using Kent and 
Taylor’s principals.  
 
Mutuality acknowledges that organisations do not exist without the employees, in the 
same way that PR acknowledges that an organisation and publics are inextricably linked 
(Kent & Taylor, 2002). It is characterised by a collaborative orientation, and a “spirit of 
mutual equality”. Through dialogic processes, reality is socially constructed rather than 
positions won or lost. Participants in dialogue are viewed as persons, not as objects, or 
“targets of change”. Propinquity is more than mere proximity. Rather, it has a temporal 
aspect whereby the participants of dialogue are engaged in communication in the present, 
instead of after the decision-making. The dialogue acknowledges the past, present and 
future discussions. Propinquity also refers to the level of willing engagement in the 
process. Empathy refers to the necessary atmosphere of support and trust that must exist 
for dialogue to succeed. It embraces supportiveness, communal orientation and 
confirmation or acknowledgement. Whilst this is primarily an emotional prerequisite, it 
also translates to the provision of empathetic space or fields where dialogue about change 
can occur. Risk involves vulnerability. It is contended that vulnerability is a position of 
strength, rather than being a detriment in dialogic processes. When the participants 
involved in a dialogic communication acknowledge what they do not know, only then are 
they able to build and construct new understanding that benefits the organisation. 
Unanticipated consequences are another consequence of risk. With continuous change 
comes a high level of ambiguity and uncertainty, and accordingly, it is difficult to script 
an exact plan. Risk in dialogic processes is one of the more difficult concepts for change 
communicators, as much of their charter is in minimising risk to achieve the 
organisational goals. In this sense, risk is generative of new meaning and understanding. 
Commitment is the final principle of dialogic PR and refers to genuineness, commitment 
to conversation, and commitment to interpretations. Weick and Quinn, (1999) suggest; “ 
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If continuous change is altered by freezing and rebalancing, then the role of the change 
agent becomes one of managing language, dialogue and identity” (p.381) and this has 
research implications for everyday conversations and discourse and for the language of 
change in the process of continuous change. 
 
Methods  
In this section of the paper, a current research case is used to illustrate the key points of 
the monologic / dialogic communication frameworks. Case Study One is part of a 
comparative case research design, investigating the impact of change communication on 
change receptivity in a continuous change context. Research methods employed in this 
case study are participant observation, document analysis, and focus groups. 
 
Participant Observation 
With participant observation the researcher is immersed in the experience, collapsing the 
traditional separation between subject and object of study (Yin, 1994) and can access 
‘real time’ data, unencumbered by the constraints of selective and reconstructed recall. In 
this study, we were provided unfettered access to the organisation, and presence at formal 
management and staff committee meetings, as well as informal meetings, gatherings and 
lunchroom discussions. Such access allowed for the improvement of internal validity 
through triangulation of data between the interviews, focus groups, formal 
correspondence and observations. This type of participant observation has elements of the 
ethnographic tradition (Dawson, 1997). 
 
Document Study 
Data is also gathered from organisational documents and the keeping of a researcher 
diary. The organisational documents consist of emails pertaining to the changes and 
communication, the communication plan, the strategic planning records, intranet logs and 
the minutes of change meetings. The research diary keeps notations of impressions and 
methodological issues. Hermeneutic analysis of company documentation bolsters the case 
study methodology (Forster, 1999).  
 
Focus Group Interviews 
The use of focus groups also allows for the efficient collection of greater quantities of 
rich data. Conducting the focus groups in the employees’ environment aids the quality of 
such data (Morgan, 1997). We used four main questions to elicit the group’s 
understanding of what type of change was occurring, how they felt about that, and how 
they believed the communication of change was being handled. Additionally, as 
‘continuous change’ is a relatively new area of study, and a senior management initiative, 
we felt it important to obtain the perceptions of the work groups about continuous 
change. This approach would enable management to have a better understanding of the 
impact of their initiatives as well as provide a clearer understanding of what ‘continuous 
change’ is. The questions were: 
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1. In terms of the organisational change process – how would you describe what [the 
organisation] is doing? 
2. How would you describe the communication of the changes within [the 
organisation]? 
3. How do you feel about the organisational change process? 
4. What does continuous change mean to you and how do you feel about continuous 
change being a goal of [the organisation]? 
 
During April and May 2002, five focus groups were conducted. A total of 28 staff 
members participated with the smallest focus group consisting of two participants and the 
largest involving nine, and covered the major work divisions in the organisation. 
Managers were excluded from the focus groups in order for people to participate in full 
and frank discussion. The time of each focus group varied from 45 minutes to 90 minutes, 
and the focus groups took place in a meeting room on site. All but one focus group were 
taped and transcribed before analysis. One focus group had a follow-up meeting with the 
CEO the next day and this enabled the researcher to confirm the main findings and 
preliminary analysis with the members. The remainder of the participants were provided 
with a research summary page of their focus group discussion, to ensure an accurate 
representation of the focus group’s dialogue. All groups agreed with the representations. 
This process was replicated during March 2003. Owing to the restructure, and 
downsizing that occurred during the previous 12 months, only four focus groups were 
conducted, with a total of 20 staff members involved. 
 
Case study overview and discussion 
Case Study One is a public sector organisation chartered with technology diffusion. The 
new CEO has stated that he aims to achieve a “continuously changing, a learning 
organisation of the Senge [CEO’s reference to ‘The Fifth Discipline by Peter Senge, 
1990] type’. With less than 75 employees, the occupations of staff range from foundry 
workers, engineers, model finishers to business consultants.  
 
The organisation is operating under seemingly volatile conditions, subject to political 
change, both in terms of state and federal budgetary decision making, as well as 
technological obsolescence. Government funding for technology initiatives has been 
reduced on account of increased defense spending. The case study’s charter requires it to 
source high capital cost, new technology, in order to facilitate uptake within state and 
national firms in the manufacturing sector. This means that they operate within the 
boundaries of ‘market failure’. Accordingly, the firm is undergoing a directed change 
effort. Some of the changes introduced over the last twelve months include: a 
commercialisation focus, team working, organisational restructure, downsizing, culture 
change, continuous improvement, and 360-degree feedback. Given the turbulent 
environment in which the organisation is situated, the CEO is not adopting a planned 
change path – the change effort is being adapted as new information is presented. The 
strategy could be considered ad hoc strategy formation, whereby strategies emerge from a 
fluid process of learning and adaptation (Mintzberg, 1983, 1987). Initial findings of this 
process indicate a mix of monologic and dialogic communication. 
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Monologic Communication 
Organisational communication proved problematic, initially, as the organisation was 
removed from the principles of dialogic communication. The communication manager 
was one of the first to be made redundant, with no replacement intended. Communication 
strategies were ad hoc and rarely considered. The technical orientation of the firm meant 
that many of the engineers favored a linear, hierarchical approach to change 
communication, and accordingly, problems with communication were understood as 
barriers to transmission. The participants in the research highlighted the lack of formal 
channels, stating they had a preference for face-to-face communication and this was 
lacking.  
 
There were limited feedback channels and communication flowed in a downwards 
direction - what change communication occurred came from above, and it was not 
perceived that there is a mechanism to feed ‘up’ information (for example. “Given-up – 
it’s a one way valve; you can’t get back up it”, Focus group participant, round one). In 
the absence of formal communication and information about the changes, rumours and 
grapevine discussions were filling the gap. 
 
In contrast to these findings, there was a general sense of satisfaction with the CEO’s 
personal communication style in that he was perceived to be open, frank and 
approachable. On his introduction to the organisation, the CEO implored the staff to read 
Senge’s (1990) The Fifth Discipline and Katzenbach and Smith’s The Wisdom of Teams, 
(1993). Those who were closest in proximity to the CEO spoke confidently about being 
able speak with the CEO about change issues. However, the lack of formal 
communication channels, such as dedicated group meetings, ‘whole-of-staff’ get 
togethers, weekly reports, and staff newsletters, and use of intranet discussion boards 
indicated a lack of space or forums for dialogue to occur. The latter issue indicates that 
the principle of empathy and commitment were not entertained. Despite perceptions of 
openness, there was not the provision, or enabling of dialogic fields. 
 
A possible solution to the problems associated with the change communication entails a 
change in management attitude to the importance of dialogic communication. Currently, 
it appears communication is considered an adjunct function to the management function. 
This means that the monologic approach becomes a default position. In the absence of 
genuine commitment and understanding of communication practices that construct new 
meaning and processes, the organisation relies heavily on a linear communication model 
and adhoc responses. Based on the findings of the first data collection, monologic 
communication was not improving change receptivity; rather it was decreasing it, and 
creating cynicism about change.  
 
A year into the study, the focus groups indicated that, in general, the communication 
about change had substantially improved. There were some indications of a shift to a 
dialogic approach; however some serious problems remained with monologic styles. 
Monologic communication was not proving effective in continuous communication, as 
there was not the opportunity to clarify, challenge and interpret messages, which occurs 
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under the principle of commitment. The emphasis on using emails as news bulletins 
proved problematic, with employees expressing dissatisfaction about the use of the email 
system. Despite the groups having weekly meetings with managers, staff members were 
reading “between the lines” and subjectively adding interpretations that may not be the 
intended interpretation, as illustrated by the following comment, “We’re not stupid you 
know, we can read into these emails” (Focus group participant, round 2). At this point, 
the research focus groups were the only ‘spaces’ to openly discuss what the emails meant.  
 
Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) advocate that firms need to constantly communicate when 
undergoing continuous change, and this advice requires some refinement. The CEO had 
recently increased his emails to all staff about change; however, this elevated the anxiety 
of many. Sources from the Information Technology section report that, immediately after 
staff receive an email update from the CEO, staff log on to recruitment web sites. This 
reaction can be explained with the principle of mutuality, which, when applied, provides 
for symmetrical communication exchange. In a dialogically contained exchange, the staff 
and managers know that they are in asymmetrical power positions, but for the purposes of 
dialogue are at the same level and can freely exchange views. In a monologic 
organisation, as much as the CEO believes that email gives the access to staff to ask him 
questions, there is clearly an asymmetrical relationship occurring. Whilst peers may 
challenge each other using email, they will not challenge the CEO. 
 
A tentative move to dialogic 
It is posited that dialogic communication is a preferred model in continuous change 
contexts (Eisenberg et al, 1999). In the first twelve months, this case study showed a 
tentative shift away from the domination of monologic models of change communication 
to a dialogic model. This was most evident in their reframing of language. The principle 
of commitment in dialogic communication was highlighted in the work groups, with their 
insistence on changing the language used in the change process. In particular, there was 
an objection to the term “continuous change” as it was considered to be conative of 
negative consequences. Thus, the importance of word choice and the language of 
organisational change became very apparent in reframing the change effort and 
maintaining their commitment to the change goal.  
 
All except one of the groups preferred the term “continuous improvement”, to describe 
the change process. For example, one group made statements such as, “Everyone can 
work with continuous improvement – cause then you are making things better”. The 
participants were comfortable with the concept of “continuous” but not “change”. 
According to these participants, change had negative connotations attached, such as “a 
buzzword”, “change for change sakes”, “not secure or positive”, “more personnel 
turnover”. Weick and Quinn (1999) highlight that the change agent role is to make sense 
of the language. In this case, the staff have actively reframed their terminology to be 
more receptive of change without the change agents’ assistance. 
 
These comments demonstrated a discourse and dialogic approach to the impending 
change. In the latter approach, communication takes on a constitutive role, whereby the 
new organisation emerges from and is created by the change communication. This is 
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illustrated by the reframing of the language used. In an email to the change team, one 
employee challenges the team; 
 
In TTT [a change newsletter] it says the purpose of the Time Team is to help the 
organisation in its Continuous Change goal. Can I propose that we endeavor to 
have the goal changed to Continuous Improvement? The reason why should be 
self-evident. (Employee, 3rd September 2002) 
 
The use of the term continuous change clearly has an impact on change receptivity 
conceptualisation. This was further reinforced 12 months later with the work groups 
objecting to the use of the term, ‘market failure’. From an economic perspective, the 
organisation operates in an environment of market failure – it is their role to assist firms 
who are not able to be competitive in their own right. However, whenever the CEO spoke 
of market failure at public addresses, the staff understood him to be speaking poorly of 
them, that they were under performing. Even when the term was explained to them, the 
staff were adamant that another description should be sought. The ownership of the 
language has increased their receptivity of the concepts of continuous change. This 
discourse demonstrates a change from the passive acceptance of “one-way valves” from 
the earlier data collection points. Whilst not quite in dialogic mode as understood by Kent 
and Taylor’s (2002) principles of mutuality, commitment, risk, propinquity and empathy, 
they are further down the track towards creating a dialogic organisation. 
 
 
Conclusion 
In summary, this paper started by observing two problems with the existing 
organisational change communication research. The first was that change communicators 
are frustrated by the lack of change communication research that provides guidance on 
how to communicate change. This research contributes to the field of change 
communication research for practitioners, by situating the research question in a 
contemporary context, and using case-study research to produce answers for the change 
communicators. The second observation notes the dominance of monologic approaches to 
change communication and the non-alignment of monologic communication with 
continuous change. By using a dialogic lens and Kent and Taylor’s (2002) principles, we 
establish that the case study used a monologic approach initially, but the limitations 
implicit in a lack of formal communication channels, and limited feedback channels, 
meant that the change communication was decreasing the staff receptivity to change. As 
the process of change continued, we noted a shift to more dialogic approaches to 
communication, primarily from the lower level employees. The main principal evident in 
the data was commitment. The employees were genuinely committed to conversation and 
discussion about the interpretation of the change goals. The management team 
demonstrated empathy in acknowledging the employees’ concern and supported the 
reframing of the term “continuous change to continuous improvement”. In response to the 
lack of information and sense-making from managers, the lower level employees initiated 
a reframing of the language within the organisation, in order to be more receptive to 
change.  
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Implications for practice and further research 
Kent and Taylor (2002) argue that dialogic communication should not be considered a 
panacea to all public relations campaigns. This paper seeks to highlight potential 
applications of an existing theoretical framework that may assist in improving change 
communication. Dialogic communication can be recognised as an inimitable resource, 
and one that creates competitive value (Peteraff, 1993). Emphasis on principles of 
communication, rather than tactics and tools, suggests intangible assets, and thus it is 
difficult to replicate. 
 
 
Whilst a dialogic approach offers a sustainable business practice, it is difficult to 
institutionalize. Dialogic communication requires sophisticated communicators, that is, 
people who are comfortable relinquishing their power bases, suspending their beliefs and 
commiting to alternate interpretations in order to build a relationship. This implies an 
organisational commitment to learning and upskilling all employees. If the most 
sophisticated communicators are the managers or the change agents, a power imbalance 
exists, and the dialogic process is violated. 
 
Dialogic communication processes take time, and many organisations are in need of 
short-term responses. There are times when receptivity of change will not be an issue, 
and then dialogic approaches are not so important. Kent and Taylor (2002) acknowledge 
this and suggest that not every public should be expected to participate in dialogic 
exchanges. This offers a research opportunity in determining what is the relative value of 
the different models of change communication. 
 
Finally, dialogic approaches are costly. They run the risk of “too much talk and not 
enough action”. Further, just as it takes someone skilled enough to communicate on this 
level, it takes expertise in knowing how to take the dialogue into a tangible outcome, one 
that can be recognised for its value to the organisation. However, if, as some suggest, up 
to 75% of popular change management programs fail (Beer, Eisenstat, & Spector, 1990), 
perhaps the high cost of dialogue is not as great as failed implementations and additional 
change consultants. Further research into different organisational contexts would allow a 
comparison of cost and efficacy of change communication organisational change efforts. 
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